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Children learn the pragmatic conventions of storytelling during family remi-
niscing. This chapter discusses differences in narrative development and nar-
rative practices observed during reminiscing in two different cultural groups: 
children from mainstream, white, Anglo, middle-class families and Latino 
children and their families. Our review indicates both groups differ with respect 
to the way they structure, contextualize and evaluate their narratives. Different 
from European communities, Latinos deemphasize the chronological structur-
ing of their stories. Children in both cultures learn to contextualize information 
within a narrative, but Latinos emphasize the contextualization of characters, 
usually their relatives. Both groups introduce evaluation while storytelling, 
through the use of different strategies. Implications of these differences for the 
educational context are pointed out.
In order to use language efficiently, children deploy not just their semantic and 
syntactic knowledge, but they must also learn the pragmatic conventions of 
their communities, i.e. a set of communication rules that are acquired in con-
versation throughout childhood and are an essential element of successful social 
interactions. The study of developmental pragmatics, according to Ninio and 
Snow (1996), focuses on how children learn the rules of appropriate and effec-
tive participation in conversation. These pragmatic skills are part of our com-
municative competence (Hymes, 1972) and include awareness of how to take 
the floor in conversation, what can be said and what cannot be said in particular 
contexts, and how to respond appropriately to an interlocutor. Yet, explicit ref-
erence to pragmatic frameworks, the wealth of knowledge that facilitates suc-
cessful participation in conversation, is a rare event. They are learned implicitly 
early on in social interactions at first at home and then in the broader world the 
child encounters as social horizons expand. Given their implicit, contextually- 
dependent nature, they are also particularly difficult to quantify (see Norbury, 
this volume; Norbury & Sparks, 2013). 
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From a very young age, children demonstrate an understanding of some of 
the basic pragmatic rules that facilitate conversation (see Cameron-Faulkner, this 
volume; Stephens & Matthews, this volume), and an early use of pragmatic knowl-
edge on behalf of other language acquisition processes, such as word learning (see 
Grassman, this volume). However, with the advent of extended discourse during 
the preschool years, new challenges emerge, and the link between language and 
pragmatics takes a new turn. 
Narrative is a dominant form of extended discourse. Personal narratives, the 
retelling of meaningful, real past events, are a uniquely human way of making sense 
of our lives (Bruner, 1986), and thus an ideal place to examine pragmatic develop-
ment. While telling a story, the narrator is immersed in the constant task of assess-
ing the listener’s state of mind and choosing appropriate linguistic forms to convey 
a story. Thus, narrative relies heavily on the use of decontextualized language, or 
the ability to map words onto memories or thoughts rather than relying on the 
immediate context to support conversation (Reese, 1995; Snow, 1983). The general 
pragmatic challenge in developing narrative skills is to determine how much shared 
knowledge can be assumed and how explicit and complete the narrative needs to be 
in order for the audience to understand the story (Ninio & Snow, 1996). 
At about two-and-a-half years of age, children begin to narrate past events 
with caregivers (Miller & Sperry, 1988), and this seems to be the case in many 
cultures in the world (Miller, Potts, Fung, Hoogstra, & Mintz, 1990). Around this 
same time, children also produce what Labov and Waletzky (1967) considered 
the minimum for a narrative: two clauses joined by a temporal marker. Moreover, 
children at this age are also able to include evaluations to mark their own perspec-
tive on the events (Miller & Sperry, 1988; Peterson & McCabe, 1983). 
Despite this early ability for storytelling, becoming a competent narrator 
is a prolonged process that extends into the school years, due to the multiple, 
embedded demands. These demands involve not only mastery of different skills 
in the cognitive dimension (Karmiloff-Smith, 1985; Nilsen & Fecica, 2011), but 
also entail knowledge about the specific devices each language makes available 
to users in order to regulate the distinction between new and given information 
(Hickmann & Hendricks, 1999; Hickmann, Hendricks, Roland, & Liang, 1996). 
At the pragmatic level, children are faced with three specific challenges as they 
develop narrative skills (Ninio & Snow, 1996; Serra, Serrat, Solé, & Aparici, 2000). 
First, they must learn to produce structured units of extended discourse; second, 
they need to learn that the audience may know little to nothing about the events 
being told; and third, children need to consider the possibility that the listener 
may interpret the story events differently than they do. 
Children acquire the linguistic forms their parents utilize with them in daily 
conversations (Vygotsky, 1978), and narrative development is not an exception in 
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this process. Those dimensions of narrative embedded in parents’ contributions 
to reminiscing (or conversations about past, personal events), are then adopted 
by children in independent story telling (McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Peterson & 
McCabe, 1992). While reminiscing with their caregivers, children are pressed by 
these pragmatic considerations to learn cultural and linguistic conventions for: 
(1)  structuring events into reports that make sense to others in their cultural 
group; (2) providing contextualizing elements needed to convey background 
information that is unknown to the audience; and (3) including markers of evalu-
ation to convey the narrator’s perspective on the events being communicated. All 
of these components of narrative reflect the pragmatic considerations that under-
gird language learning, and form the invisible weft connecting the acquisition of 
language to socialization within particular socio-cultural groups. 
During conversation, children are not only learning vocabulary and syntax, 
but they are also acquiring the tools they need to become full members of their 
culture (Küntay, Nakamura, & Şen, this volume; Ochs & Schieffelin, 1986). In that 
sense, culture organizes and gives meaning to interactions between caregivers and 
children and this is especially the case in parent-child discourse. Narrative prac-
tices such as reminiscing constitute the arena in which children learn and practice 
the necessary linguistic skills for narrative development; at the same time, remi-
niscing is a context in which children acquire the cultural knowledge necessary to 
become competent members of their community.
Based on the idea that narrative development is an important arena for the 
acquisition of pragmatic and cultural knowledge, the goal of this chapter is two-
fold. First, we review evidence on how children glean knowledge related to the 
pragmatic challenges involved in narrative development in two different cultural 
groups: children from mainstream, white, Anglo, middle-class families and chil-
dren and families from a Latino cultural background1. Second, we review evidence 
of family practices in reminiscing in an attempt to better understand how differ-
ences observed in narrative development emerge in these two cultural groups. 
By comparing what we know about these learned dimensions of discourse across 
cultures we hope to uncover what may be universal processes in the pragmatics 
of narrative development and what appear to be distinct patterns specific to a 
cultural group.
1. Although we use the term Latinos in a general way, representing Spanish-speaking people in 
many parts of the world, we acknowledge the differences that exist within this group. The ideas 
developed here constitute an attempt to create awareness of the differences in the developmental 
trajectory of narrative between a group that is experiencing rapid growth around the world and 
the mainstream group usually described in the literature.
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Narrative practices in white, middle-class, Anglo families
An extensive body of research has documented the narrative practices of White, 
middle-class, Anglo caregivers as they talk with their children about past events 
(Fivush & Fromhoff, 1988; McCabe & Peterson, 1991; Reese & Fivush, 1993; 
Reese, Haden, & Fivush, 1993). A pervasive finding in this literature is that the 
narrative contributions of adults are aimed at stimulating the child’s ability to tell 
stories that focus on and extend a single event. Narrative development within this 
cultural group tends to encourage the ability to tell independent stories that are 
tightly organized and centered on a single and clearly identifiable topic (Michaels 
& Cook-Gumperz, 1979). This style has important implications for school success, 
where topic-centered narratives are the preferred discourse genre, and knowledge 
and acquaintance with this privileged style facilitates communication and learning 
(Heath, 1983; Michaels, 1981).
Exploration of the narrative practices of Anglo, middle-class caregivers indi-
cates that there are important individual differences in the discursive styles parents 
use while reminiscing with their children. Some parents use an elaborative style 
in conversation (also labeled topic-extending style) characterized by many open-
ended questions, meeting responses with confirmations of the child’s utterances 
or adding more detail about the event. Specifically, these caregivers facilitate con-
versations about past events by asking open-ended questions (e.g. “What did we 
do at grandma’s house today?”) and adding evaluative comments (“We were so 
happy to go.”) to facilitate the child’s reconstruction of an event memory. In con-
trast, others used a low-elaborative style (also, topic-switching style) in which they 
talked about the past with their children by probing for specific parts of a memory 
by asking just a few questions, predominantly yes/no questions, or by repeating 
questions so that the child will provide the parent’s notion of a specific answer. 
Findings from this body of research documented a critical relation-
ship between maternal elaborative style and child memory, language, and lit-
eracy development in White, middle-class, Anglo families. Specifically, results 
showed that children of parents who use the highly elaborative style displayed 
more robust memory, language, and literacy skills, told longer stories of per-
sonal experience, and became skilled narrators early on (for a review, see Fivush, 
Haden, & Reese, 2006). It is not surprising, then, that such a robust context for 
children’s learning is also an important source for acquiring pragmatic skills, 
though this has been less explicitly explored in these studies. Clearly, children are 
doing more than learning to string a series of events together while reminiscing 
with their parents. The first pragmatic challenge, learning to structure units of 
extended discourse, can be observed in parents’ use of elaborative questions to 
help children focus on and extend a single event, nurturing the development of a 
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topic-centered style (Michaels, 1981) of narration, which is important for learn-
ing to structure a narrative so that it will be intelligible to an audience, in this 
case, from mainstream, middle-class backgrounds. It is as though parents’ use of 
the elaborative style while reminiscing with their children serves as a rehearsal 
space for developing pragmatic/discursive skills children need to succeed in aca-
demic settings (Sparks, 2008). 
Research on reminiscing in middle-class families that has focused on the facil-
itating nature of the different kinds of elaborative questions and comments used 
by parents also provides insight into how children master the second pragmatic 
challenge, the ability to contextualize the events being told. For instance, Peterson 
and McCabe (1994) followed mothers and children between the ages of 26 and 
43 months recording naturally occurring talk about past events as well as collect-
ing researcher-elicited narratives of personal experience from the children on a 
monthly basis. Analyses of the data focused on the mother’s use of questions to 
elicit orientations, information on the ‘who, what, when and where’ of the event 
discussed. Results revealed clear developmental progressions for the use of infor-
mation that orients the audience to the spatio-temporal context of the story in the 
children’s independent narratives at the final time point; children’s spontaneous 
use of contextualizing elements describing when and where the event took place 
in their independent narratives was highly correlated with their mother’s use of 
questions which specifically elicited contextualizing information at the mid and 
final time point of the study. These results suggest that parents’ use of elaborative 
questions alert the child to specific aspects of a memory representation that are 
unknown to the audience. In that sense, mother’s elaborative strategies may be 
increasing children’s awareness that listeners know little about the event and at the 
same time encourage them to include contextualizing elements in their narratives 
to orient the listener to the context of the story.
In another semi-experimental study, Haden, Haine, and Fivush (1997) exam-
ined possible differences in the use of questions and comments that elicit orienta-
tions and evaluations provided by mothers and fathers in past event conversations 
with their children. This study provides evidence for reminiscing as a context in 
which children may be learning about the third pragmatic challenge, that the audi-
ence may have their own interpretation of the story, making the use of evaluative 
comments to convey the narrator’s perspective an essential dimension of narra-
tive. In this study, families were visited when children were 40 months of age and 
then 70 months of age. At the initial time point, mothers and fathers talked sepa-
rately with their children about shared past events and an unfamiliar researcher 
elicited personal narratives from the child. An important finding was that mothers 
and fathers were equally elaborative with their children; however, mother’s earlier 
evaluative comments predicted children’s use of evaluation in their independent 
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narratives at 70 months. Thus, mothers who used more evaluative comments had 
children who used more evaluation in their later narratives. Children’s earlier 
ability to provide evaluative comments also predicted their later use of evaluative 
devices in their independent narratives, but there was no way for the research-
ers to test whether mother’s earlier evaluations contributed to children’s evalua-
tive comments at the study’s first time point. Perhaps, as children listen to their 
mother’s evaluative comments, they become increasingly aware of the need to 
provide their own perspective on the story events. This is one way for children to 
learn that the use of evaluation to convey their sense of the significance of events 
is a critical element of a well-crafted story.
Altogether, this evidence suggests that reminiscing conversations provide a 
context for acquiring pragmatic knowledge, which results in learning to use cultur-
ally specific dimensions of narrative. For example, parent’s elaborative questions 
are used to help children structure a topic-centered style of narrative (Michaels, 
1981) and to learn the value of including orientations to ground the story in place 
and time. Moreover, parent’s use of evaluative comments may increase children’s 
awareness that a conversation partner can interpret story events differently than 
they do. This insight may then inspire children to use evaluation in their own 
stories to communicate their perspective on events. These dimensions of narra-
tive, learned while reminiscing with parents, are fundamental elements in the 
development of mature forms of storytelling (Labov & Waletsky, 1967) in white, 
middle-class communities.
Narrative practices in Latino families
Knowledge about the developmental trajectories and individual differences in 
narrative development for populations outside the white, middle-class, Anglo 
community is still limited (though see Bliss & McCabe, 2008; Bliss, McCabe, & 
Mahecha, 2001). Among those few efforts, particular attention has been given to 
the narrative practices of Latinos (see McCabe, Bailey, & Melzi, 2008), and find-
ings suggest that Latinos, both adults and children, structure their personal narra-
tives in substantially different ways than the topic-centered narrative style favored 
in the Anglo community. 
For instance, Riessman (1987) analyzed interviews conducted by a middle-
class, Anglo adult with two women talking about their marital separations – a 
middle-class, Anglo woman and an English-speaking, working-class, Puerto Rican 
woman. While the interviewer considered the Anglo narrative to be coherent and 
temporally structured, the Puerto Rican narrative was found to lack chronologi-
cal sequence. Moreover, multiple confusions emerged during the interview with 
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the Puerto Rican participant, as well as attempts by the interviewer to get her to 
construct a chronologically ordered narrative. 
Evidence from studies analyzing the narratives of Latino children from work-
ing-class families indicate that they organize their stories differently from the 
narratives observed in mainstream groups. These differences can be observed in 
the pragmatic challenges children encounter in learning narrative and include: 
(1) a de-emphasis on the temporal and sequential features of narrative structure; 
(2) a special emphasis on contextualization and (3) a special emphasis on evalua-
tion (Cheathan & Jiménez-Silva, 2011; Silva & McCabe, 1996). Rodino, Gimbert, 
Pérez, and McCabe (1991) found that the narratives of Latino children do not 
focus on a chronologically organized description of the actions involved in the 
event. In this study, an utterance-by-utterance analysis of personal narratives told 
by 6- and 7-year old African-American, Anglo-American and Latino children 
was completed. Results showed that Latino narratives included fewer tempo-
rally linked clauses describing the actions involved in the event than the African 
American and the Anglo narratives. Instead, Latino narratives included descrip-
tions of single actions, not sequences of actions, and those descriptions were 
preceded and followed by contextualizing utterances and evaluations. This being 
so, a good portion of the Latino narratives in this study did not even meet the 
minimal Labovian criterion of including at least two temporally linked clauses 
(Labov & Walesky, 1967).
The de-emphasis on the temporal and sequential aspect of Latino narratives 
was also highlighted by Uccelli (2008), who compared the personal narratives 
of Spanish-speaking Andean preschoolers and first graders and their English-
speaking Anglo-American counterparts. Both groups were able to construct 
sequential narratives, organized according to the logical succession of events and 
both groups also told non-sequential narratives, where the line of the story departs 
from a linear succession of events. In the most typical pattern of non-sequential 
narratives in both groups, called partial departures, children used reported speech 
and short abstracts that did not disrupt the logical succession of events in a drastic 
way. In the less frequent type of non-sequential narratives, called full departures, 
the logical sequence was drastically violated through the introduction of flash-
backs and foreshadowing. Interestingly, this latter kind of non-sequential narrative 
was more common among the older children from the Andean sample, support-
ing Rodino et al.’s (1991) findings and suggesting “a cultural/linguistic model of 
narrative development” (p. 187) where structuring of the events in a temporal 
and sequential manner does not play the central role that it does in other cultural 
groups, such as the Anglo community. 
The construction of temporally coherent narratives in Latinos is downplayed 
by the inclusion of contextualization and evaluation. Rodino and colleagues (1991) 
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found that contextualizations were more common in Latino than Anglo narra-
tives. Moreover, Silva & McCabe (1996) have pointed out that these descriptions 
usually revolve around family topics, mainly descriptions including the names and 
characteristics of the characters of the stories, usually relatives. Moreover, they 
contend that while these inclusions may be considered tangential by the naïve 
interlocutor, their fundamental role in narrative production becomes evident after 
considering the high value placed on family relationships among Latinos. 
Rodino et al. (1991) also demonstrated that Latino narratives include more 
evaluative clauses than African-American and Anglo narratives. Above and beyond 
their higher frequency, Uccelli (2008) also found distinctive features in the forms 
of evaluation introduced in Latino narratives. In her corpus, Andean narratives 
included different anecdotes within the boundaries of a single narrative (e.g., a 
vaccination, a surgery and a visit to the doctor within a single narrative) more 
often than the Anglo narratives. Uccelli observed that this multianecdotal narrative 
strategy is used as a structural device in the service of evaluation, where parallel 
anecdotes of the past and possible events of the future are included at specific points 
in the narrative in order to emphasize multiple perspectives on the significance of a 
story. Based on this, Uccelli concluded that evaluation in Latino narratives not only 
takes place at the level of the clause, but also at the level of the narrative. 
Altogether, these results suggest that Latino children’s narrative style is similar 
to the topic-associating style previously identified in the narratives of African-
American children (Michaels, 1981; Michaels & Cook-Gumperz, 1979). Topic-
associating narratives are characterized by a lack of chronological sequence and by 
implicitly connecting a series of personal anecdotes with diverse timing, location 
and characters within the same narrative. In terms of the first pragmatic challenge, 
learning to structure units of extended discourse, it is clear that Latino children 
do not emphasize the chronological organization of the story. As for the second 
pragmatic challenge, learning to contextualize the events being told, Latino narra-
tors emphasize the contextualization of characters, usually relatives, by including 
descriptions of family members and their relationship with them. This emphasis 
on the description of relatives may reflect the socialization goals that are thought 
to characterize parenting in the Latino community. These goals are oriented 
towards encouraging the development of an interdependent self, for whom group 
relationships, particularly family relationships (Rosabal-Coto, 2008) are deemed 
especially important (Harwood, Miller, & Irizarry, 1995; Harwood, Schölmerich, 
& Schulze, 2000; Keller, 2007), more so than values encouraging an independent, 
contained, autonomous self. The third pragmatic challenge, learning to convey the 
narrator’s perspective, is expressed differently in Latino narratives, where evalua-
tion is observed at the level of the clause and at the level of narrative, through the 
use of flashback and foreshadowing of multiple events. 
 Chapter 16. Narrative development across cultural contexts 287
A close look at the scaffolding strategies Latino adults use while reminiscing 
with their children indicates that Latino children are learning something very 
different about the first pragmatic challenge – the need to produce a structured 
unit of discourse. Unlike Anglo caregivers, Latino adults do not encourage the 
child’s ability to independently produce units of discourse with a clear organiza-
tional focus, but instead emphasize the conversational function of storytelling. 
For instance, Eisenberg (1985) analyzed conversations about the past between two 
Spanish-speaking immigrant, working-class, Mexican-heritage two-year-old girls 
and their caregivers. Her results indicated that neither the adults nor the children 
appeared concerned about following a logical sequence of events that conformed 
to the experience. The conversations consisted of a collection of statements rel-
evant to the same topic, “motivated by a sense of “And what else?” instead of a 
sense of “And then what”” (p. 195). 
Along the same lines, Melzi (2000) compared the elicitation styles of Spanish-
speaking, working-class, Latino immigrants in the Unites States and English-
speaking, Anglo-American mothers from working-class families while reminiscing 
with their 4-year-olds. Her results indicated that Anglo-American mothers used 
more closed-ended questions and repetitions than Latino mothers, and Latino 
mothers used more open-ended questions, more back-channeling, and included 
more initiations than the Anglo mothers. Similar to Eisenberg’s result, Melzi (2000) 
found that Latino mothers used significantly more generic elaborations such as 
“Tell me more? and “What else?” In line with their interest in stimulating the con-
versational ability of children, Melzi concluded that Latino mothers prefer the use 
of strategies such as open-ended and generic questions, back- channeling and initia-
tions to encourage the child to occupy the role of main narrator, with control over 
the story’s organization. In contrast, Anglo-American mothers emphasize the orga-
nizational aspect while reminiscing, as reflected in their provision of closed-ended 
questions, which model important content for the child to include in the story, as 
well as their use of repetitions as attempts to invite children to provide information 
and details while producing a topic-centered story.
These findings were replicated in a sample of Peruvian and Anglo-American 
well-educated, middle-class mothers and their preschoolers (Melzi, Schick, & 
Kennedy, 2011). In the former group, Melzi and colleagues found a predominance 
of the elicitor style. Peruvian mothers frequently used child-directed questions 
to promote their children’s participation in the conversation, to encourage the 
child’s contribution and to maintain the flow of the conversation. Moreover, these 
mothers themselves provided little spontaneous narrative contributions. In clear 
contrast, most of the Anglo-American mothers used a constructor style. They used 
child-directed questions, though to a lesser degree than elicitors, more provision of 
maternal spontaneous narrative contributions than elicitors, and fewer attempts to 
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continue the flow of the conversation. Based on these results, Melzi and colleagues 
suggest that while Anglos showed an interest in maintaining a balance between 
eliciting information from their children and providing information themselves, 
Peruvians encouraged their children to act as the main narrators, with mothers 
adopting the role of the audience. 
In sum, this evidence indicates that Latino caregivers place an important 
emphasis on the social learning involved in narrative practice. Different from 
Anglo mothers, who emphasize the organizational aspect of reminiscing, Latino 
mothers play the role of elicitors and yield the floor of the conversation to their 
children, in an attempt to encourage their conversational skills. This high value 
placed on participation in conversation can also be linked to the interdependent 
cultural orientation that predominates within the Latino community (Harwood, 
Miller, & Irizarry, 1995; Harwood, Schölmerich, & Schulze, 2000; Keller, 2007). 
Social abilities, such as being a proficient conversationalist, constitute an impor-
tant tool for these children in order to develop good, positive relationships with 
the other members of their group.
The pragmatics of narrative development across cultural contexts:  
Some final remarks
We reviewed evidence on how children glean knowledge related to the pragmatic 
challenges involved in narrative development in Latino and the Anglo communi-
ties. We also attempted to find sources of pragmatic learning in narrative develop-
ment in the context of reminiscing in two cultural groups: White, middle-class, 
Anglo families and families from a Latino cultural background. Our goal was to 
uncover universal processes in the pragmatics of narrative development as well 
as distinct patterns specific to each of the two cultural groups. It seems clear that 
reminiscing conversations serve as a platform for the child to acquire pragmatic 
knowledge. As they participate in reminiscing with caregivers, all children learn 
that representing past events in conversation with parents is a culturally valued 
activity (Peterson & McCabe, 1994), that recalling past events with their parents 
is part of daily routines in which young children are expected to partake (Fivush 
et al., 2006), and that particular types of stories can be told in conversations with 
family members (Miller, et al., 1990). Additionally, all children encounter the three 
pragmatic challenges as they learn to tell personal stories while reminiscing with 
parents, but the way they learn to formulate narrative discourse in response to new 
pragmatic understanding is culturally specific.
The first pragmatic challenge: Narrative structure. This is the dimension of nar-
rative in which the greatest differences may be observed in the two groups. The 
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research indicates that children in both groups learn to structure narratives in 
very different ways. Anglo, white, middle-class children learn that a topic-centered 
narrative that elaborates on a single topic, unfolds within a linear framework, 
and conveys the perspective of the narrator on the events, is a preferred narrative 
form. Parental styles of talking about the past also enforce this particular kind of 
narrative, especially through the use of the elaborative style of reminiscing, which 
emphasizes the organizational dimension of storytelling. From the evidence pre-
sented here, it is clear that Latino children learn to tell stories that do not follow 
a linear path, but instead include different events revolving around a single topic. 
Results from research on the way Latino caregivers reminisce with their children 
also support the development of this kind of narrative, given their focus on the 
conversational rather than the organizational function of reminiscing.
This kind of narrative that includes several events related to a broad theme has 
often been portrayed as deficient because it does not conform to the high-point 
structure described by Labov and Walesky (1967), where a single event is devel-
oped and evaluated. Nevertheless, research on narrative development in diverse 
cultural settings has revealed that these kinds of stories are far from reflecting limi-
tations, but instead portray the sophisticated strategy of linking different events 
within a general theme (Reese, 2013). Presumably, as Latino children enter school, 
they learn to tell topic-centered narratives that are the canonical form of academic 
discourse. However, there has been little research that has charted how children’s 
narratives shift from a preferred cultural form to the topic-centered narratives 
expected at school. This line of study is needed in order to understand how easy 
or difficult it may be to acquire a different set of pragmatic expectations for telling 
a good story, and what kind of instruction is necessary to make this transition a 
smooth one for children from nonmainstream backgrounds.
The second pragmatic challenge: Contextualizing information. As children learn 
that their audience may know little about the story event, they also understand 
that contextualization is a key element in the production of decontextualized nar-
ratives, as it is at the heart of providing information about the characters, time, and 
location of an event. A lack of contextualization can make a story unintelligible. 
Children in both cultures learn to value contextualizing information within a nar-
rative, but perhaps for different purposes. While the Anglo-American mothers 
value and encourage the inclusion of description during reminiscing in an attempt 
to stimulate the child’s ability to formulate organized and informative narratives, 
Latinos prefer the use of description in their narratives as a way to introduce 
information about their own families (Silva & McCabe, 1996). The inclusion of 
this information can be understood as especially relevant for Latinos, given the 
importance of the family group. 
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The third pragmatic challenge: Evaluating the story. Evaluation is an essen-
tial dimension of narrative for creating an engaging story that will maintain the 
interest of others. The audience always wants to know the significance of story 
events, which a narrator provides with evaluative comments. Both Latinos and 
Anglo-Americans introduce evaluation while storytelling, though the strategies 
used varied between the groups. First, Rodino and colleagues (1991) found that 
Latino children included more evaluative clauses in their narratives than Anglo-
American children. Moreover, Uccelli (2008) observed that for Latinos evalua-
tion takes place at the level of narrative structure, and not only at the level of the 
clause, through the inclusion of flashbacks and foreshadowing. In contrast, Anglo, 
 middle-class children have learned the importance of evaluations about the facts 
of the events in discussion, which can be observed in conversations with caregiv-
ers from two-and-a-half years of age (Miller & Sperry, 1988). More systematic 
research is needed to explore how Latino children acquire this particular use of 
evaluation and whether their stories continue to place an emphasis on evaluative 
comments after they enter school and begin to learn other forms of narrative.
In our current linguistically and culturally heterogeneous world, understand-
ing the ways children from different cultural backgrounds acquire and incorporate 
pragmatic knowledge in their narratives is relevant for educational and clinical 
purposes. The kind of comparative analysis undertaken here not only incorpo-
rated a review of the findings about the different ways children from two cultural 
groups introduced pragmatic knowledge into their narratives, but also explored 
how these differences are enforced through the narrative practices preferred in 
each group and the cultural values underneath these preferences. As yet, only 
the elaborative style, aimed at stimulating a topic-centered narrative style, has 
been thoroughly examined and found to predict multiple positive outcomes for 
children from mainstream families (Fivush et al., 2006). If we are to make strides 
towards uncovering universal and unique features of narrative and pragmatic 
learning across cultural contexts, then we need more research that explores the 
benefits of narrative practices for child outcomes in families from diverse cultural 
groups (e.g., Sparks, 2008; Sparks, Carmiol & Ríos, in press). This kind of research 
will stimulate the development of new approaches to understanding narratives in 
educational and clinical settings.
 Chapter 16. Narrative development across cultural contexts 291
References
Bliss, L. S., & McCabe, A. (2008). Personal narratives: Cultural differences and clini-
cal implications. Topics in Language Disorders, 28, 162–177. DOI: 10.1097/01.
TLD.0000318936.31677.2d
Bliss, L. S., McCabe, A., & Mahecha, N. R. (2001). Analyses of narratives from Spanish-speaking 
children. Contemporary Issues in Communication Science and Disorders, 28, 133–139.
Bruner, J. (1986). Actual Minds, Possible Worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Cheatham, G. A., & Jimenez-Silva, M. (2011). What makes a good story? Supporting oral narra-
tives of young children from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. Childhood 
Education, 87, 261–268. DOI: 10.1080/00094056.2011.10523188
Eisenberg, A. (1985). Learning to describe past experiences in conversation. Discourse Processes, 
8, 177–204. DOI: 10.1080/01638538509544613
Fivush, R., & Fromhoff, F. A. (1988). Style and structure in mother-child conversations about 
the past. Discourse Processes, 11, 337–355.
Fivush, R., Haden, C., & Reese, E. (2006). Elaborating on elaboration. Child Development, 77, 
1568–1588. DOI: 10.1080/01638538809544707
Haden, C. A., Haine, R. A., & Fivush, R. (1997). Developing narrative structure in parent-child 
reminiscing across the preschool years. Developmental Psychology, 33(2), 295–307. DOI: 
10.1037/0012-1649.33.2.295
Harwood, R. L., Miller, J. G., & Irizarry, N. L. (1995). Culture and Attachment: Perceptions of the 
Child in Context. New York, NY: Guildford.
Harwood, R. L., Schölmerich, A., & Schulze, P. A. (2000). Homogeneity and heterogeneity in 
cultural belief systems. In W. Damon (Series Ed.) & S. Harkness, C. Raeff, & C. M. Super 
(Vol. Eds.), New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development: Variability in the Social 
Construction of the Child (87) (pp. 41–57). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with Words: Language, Life, and Work in Communities and Classrooms. 
Cambridge: CUP.
Hickmann, M., & Hendriks, H. (1999). Cohesion and anaphora in children’s narratives: A com-
parison of English, French, German, and Chinese. Journal of Child Language, 26, 419–452. 
DOI: 10.1017/S0305000999003785
Hickmann, M., Hendriks, H., Roland, F., & Liang, J. (1996). The marking of new information in 
children’s narratives: A comparison of English, French, German, and Mandarin Chinese. 
Journal of Child Language, 23, 591–619. DOI: 10.1017/S0305000900008965
Hymes, D. H. (1972). Models of the interactions of language and social life. In J. Gumperz & 
D. H. Hymes (Eds.), New Directions in Sociolinguistics: The Ethnography of Communication 
(pp. 35–71). New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart.
Karmiloff-Smith, A. (1985). Language and cognitive processes from a developmental perspec-
tive. Language and Cognitive Processes, 1(1), 60–85. DOI: 10.1080/01690968508402071
Keller, H. (2007). Cultures of Infancy. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Labov, W., & Waletsky, J. (1967). Narrative analysis: Oral versions of personal experiences. In 
J. Helm (Ed.), Essays on the Verbal and Visual Arts (pp. 12–44). Seattle, WA: University of 
Washington Press.
McCabe, A., Bailey, A., & Melzi, G. (2008). Spanish-language Narration and Literacy: Culture, 
Cognition and Emotion. Cambridge: CUP.
292 Ana M. Carmiol and Alison Sparks
McCabe, A., & Peterson, C. (1991). Getting the story: A lo DOI: 10.1017/CBO9780511815669 
ngitudinal study of parental styles in eliciting narratives and developing narrative skill. In 
A. McCabe & C. Peterson (Eds.), Developing Narrative Structure (pp. 217–253). Hillsdale, 
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Melzi, G. (2000). Cultural variations in the construction of personal narratives: Central Ameri-
can and European American mothers’ elicitation styles. Discourse Processes, 30(2), 153–177. 
DOI: 10.1207/S15326950DP3002_04
Melzi, G., Schick, A., & Kennedy, J. (2011). Narrative participation and elaboration: Two 
dimensions of maternal elicitation style. Child Development, 82(4), 1282–1296. DOI: 
10.1111/j.1467-8624.2011.01600.x
Michaels, S. (1981). “Sharing time”: Children’s narrative styles and differential access to literacy. 
Language and Society, 10, 423–422. DOI: 10.1017/S0047404500008861
Michaels, S., & Cook-Gumperz, J. (1979). A study of sharing time with first-grade students: Dis-
course narratives in the classroom. Proceedings of the Fifth Annual Meetings of the Berkeley 
Linguistics Society. Berkeley, CA: University of California.
Miller, J. M., Potts, R., Fung, H., Hoogstra, L., & Mintz, J. (1990). Narrative practices and the 
social construction of self in childhood. American Ethnologist, 17, 292–311. DOI: 10.1525/
ae.1990.17.2.02a00060
Miller, P. J., & Sperry, L. (1988). Early talk about the past: the origins of conversational sto-
ries of personal experience. Journal of Child Language, 15, 293–315. DOI: 10.1017/
S0305000900012381
Nilsen, E. S., & Fecica, A. M. (2011). A model of communicative perspective-taking for typical 
and atypical populations of children. Developmental Review, 31(1), 55–78. DOI: 10.1016/j.
dr.2011.07.001
Ninio, A., & Snow, C. E. (1996). Pragmatic Development. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.
Norbury, C., & Sparks, A. (2013). Difference of disorder? Cultural issues in understanding 
neurodevelopmental disorders. Developmental Psychology, 49(1), 45–58. DOI: 10.1037/
a0027446
Ochs, E., & Schieffelin, B. (1986). Language acquisition and socialization: Three developmental 
stories and their implications. In R. A. Shweder & R. A. LeVine (Eds.), Culture Theory: 
Essays on Mind, Self, and Emotion (pp. 276–320). Cambridge: CUP.
Peterson, C., & McCabe, A. (1983). Developmental Psycholinguistics: Three Ways of Looking at a 
Child’s Narrative. New York, NY: Plenum Press. DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4757-0608-6
Peterson, C., & McCabe, A. (1992). A social interactionist account of developing decon-
textualized narrative skill. Developmental Psychology, 30(6), 937–948. DOI: 
10.1037/0012-1649.30.6.937
Peterson, C., & MacCabe, A. (1994). Parental styles of narrative elicitation: Effects 
on children’s narrative structure and content. First Language, 12, 299–321. DOI: 
10.1177/014272379201203606
Reese, E. (1995). Predicting children’s literacy from mother-child conversations. Cognitive 
Development, 10, 381–405. DOI: 10.1016/0885-2014(95)90003-9
Reese, E. (2013). Culture, narrative, imagination. In M. Taylor (Ed.). Oxford Handbook of the 
Development of Imagination (pp. 196–211). Oxford: OUP.
Reese, E., & Fivush, R. (1993). Parental styles of talking about the past. Developmental Psychol-
ogy, 29, 596–606. DOI: 10.1037/0012-1649.29.3.596
 Chapter 16. Narrative development across cultural contexts 293
Reese, E., Haden, C. A., & Fivush, R. (1993). Mother-child conversations about the past: 
Relationships of style and memory over time. Cognitive Development, 8, 403–430. DOI: 
10.1016/S0885-2014(05)80002-4
Riessman, C. K. (1987). When gender is not enough: Women interviewing woman. Gender & 
Society, 1(2), 172–207. DOI: 10.1177/0891243287001002004
Rodino, A. M., Gimbert, C., Pérez, C., & McCabe, A. (1991). Getting your point across: Contras-
tive sequencing in low-income African-American and Latino children’s personal narratives. 
Paper presented at the 16th Annual Boston University Conference on Language Develop-
ment, Boston.
Rosabal-Coto, Mariano (2008). Parenting in the Costa Rican Context: Parental Belief Systems, 
Conflict Resolution Strategies, and Cultural Orientation in the Mother-Child Interactive Con-
text: Two Samples Study. Saarbrücken: VDM Verlag Dr. Müller.
Serra, M., Serrat, E., Solé, M. R., Bel, A., & Aparici, M. (2000). La adquisición del lenguaje. 
Barcelona: Ariel.
Silva, M., & McCabe, A. (1996). Vignettes of the continuous and family ties: Some Latino Amer-
ican traditions. In A. McCabe (Ed.), Chameleon Readers: Teaching Children to Appreciate 
All Kinds of Good Stories (pp. 116–136). New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.
Snow, Catherine E. (1983). Literacy and language: Relationships during the preschool years. 
Harvard Educational Review, 53, 165–189. DOI: 10.1017/CBO9780511815669.015
Sparks, A. (2008). Latino mothers and their preschool children talk about the past: Implications 
for language and literacy. In A. McCabe, A. L. Bailey, & G. Melzi (Eds.), Spanish-language 
Narration and Literacy: Culture, Cognition and Emotion (pp. 273–295). Cambridge: CUP.
Sparks, A., Carmiol, A. M., & Ríos, M. (in press). High point narrative structure in mother-
child conversations about the past and children’s emergent literacy skills in Costa Rica. 
Actualidades en Psicología.
Uccelli, P. (2008). Beyond chronicity: Evaluation and temporality in Spanish-speaking children’s 
personal narratives. In A. McCabe, A. L. Bailey, & G. Melzi (Eds.), Spanish-language Narra-
tion and Literacy: Culture, Cognition and Emotion (pp. 175–212). Cambridge: CUP. DOI: 
10.1017/CBO9780511815669.011
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in Society: The Development of Higher Psychological Processes. 
 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

